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Strategies to get agriculture moving in less-favored
areas will typically have to be different from 
the Green Revolution model.
Poverty, low agricultural productivity, and natural resource degradation aresevere interrelated problems in less-favored areas of the tropics. Less-favoredareas include lands that have low agricultural potential because of limited and
uncertain rainfall, poor soils, steep slopes, or other biophysical constraints, as well
as areas that may have high agricultural potential but have limited access to infra-
structure and markets, low population density, or other socioeconomic constraints.
In other words, less-favored lands may be less favored either by nature or by man.
According to a recent study by the Technical Advisory Committee of the
Consultative Group on International Agricultural Research, nearly two-thirds of
the rural population of developing countries—almost 1.8 billion people—lives
in less-favored areas, including marginal agricultural areas, forest and woodland
areas, and arid areas. These areas include most of the semiarid and arid tropics of
Africa and South Asia, mountain areas in South America and Asia, much of the
highlands of East and Central Africa, hillside areas in Central America and
Southeast Asia, and large portions of the humid tropics of Africa and Latin
America. The available evidence suggests that most of the rural poor in develop-
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ing countries live in these less-favored areas. Low agricultural productivity and
land degradation are severe in these areas. Cereal yields of less than one metric
ton per hectare are common, and deforestation, overgrazing, soil erosion, and soil
nutrient depletion are widespread.
The conventional wisdom in policy circles has said that strategies for
development in developing countries should emphasize public investments in
favored areas. Many experts have believed that returns to investment would be
greatest in favored areas and that increased food production and rapid econom-
ic growth in these areas would ensure food security and allow people to migrate
out of less-favored areas, reducing poverty and pressure on the resources in such
areas.
In the past, many governments and donors have adopted this strategy and
provided high-potential areas with better roads, communications, schools, health
facilities, and agricultural technologies. Credit programs as well as pricing poli-
cies for production and for agricultural services and inputs have also tended to
favor these areas, or at least the crops produced there. Yet, despite considerable
outmigration, population and agricultural production in less-favored areas
continue to grow, often in association with worsening poverty and resource
degradation. At the same time, after years of intensive use of irrigation and
chemical inputs, erosion and salinization are affecting many high-potential areas,
and growth in yields has stagnated, leading to diminishing returns to new invest-
ment. In some instances, as capital-intensive technologies displace workers, the
development of high-potential areas has actually encouraged migration to less-
favored areas. Thus, the sustainability of this strategy is even now in doubt.
Success is especially uncertain for predominantly agrarian countries, like many in
Africa, with only limited high-potential land and nonfarm opportunities.
Although less-favored areas often have an absolute disadvantage in produc-
ing many types of crops compared with favored areas (that is, productivity is
lower than in favored areas), they invariably have a comparative advantage in
some type of agricultural production or in nonfarm activities (that is, produc-
tion is profitable given alternative uses of the land and labor of people in these
areas). The diversity of situations in less-favored areas can allow them to exploit
their different comparative advantages, provided that necessary investments in
infrastructure and institutions are made. Increasing evidence suggests that invest-
ments in less-favored areas can yield relatively high rates of economic return and
significantly reduce poverty in some countries. Anecdotal evidence also suggests
the possibility of reducing resource and environmental degradation alongside
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economic growth and poverty reduction. However, the evidence on such strate-
gies is still very limited.
Government and donor agencies could, of course, try to increase incomes in
less-favored areas by promoting nonagricultural or postharvest activities, instead of
agriculture. But in most rural areas, the generation of significant nonfarm income
depends critically on having a dynamic agriculture sector. If regional agriculture stag-
nates, the local economy has no engine to drive nonfarm activities.
In Africa, for example, less-favored areas are often isolated from the rest of the
economy. Low incomes limit demand. With investment, agriculture starts to grow;
incomes and expenditures of local people increase. Opportunities to diversify pro-
duction of agricultural and nonagricultural goods and services, including micro-
enterprises and agroprocessing, open up. 
Although there are large gaps in knowledge about the underlying causes of the
problems facing less-favored areas and the appropriate strategies to address them,
several key lessons emerge from recent assessments:
• Less-favored areas offer opportunities for socially profitable investments.
Recent research shows high returns to various kinds of public investment in
lower-potential areas of China and India (in many instances higher than
returns to investments in favored areas), in terms of both economic growth
and poverty reduction. Investments in agricultural research and development,
education, roads, and irrigation had greater incremental impact in less-favored
areas in these countries, in part because the opportunities for investment in
these areas had been neglected.
• The success of alternative investments in less-favored areas depends upon
differences in comparative advantage across these diverse areas. Given the
variety of situations in less-favored areas, no one-size-fits-all strategy is likely 
to succeed everywhere. Three factors are particularly important for deter-
mining comparative advantage: agricultural potential, access to markets and
infrastructure, and population density. In less-favored areas having high
agricultural potential but poor market access—as in much of humid West
Africa, parts of the East African highlands, and the Southeast Asian uplands—
high-value nonperishable perennial crops such as coffee, cocoa, or oil palm
often have a comparative advantage. Areas with low crop production poten-
tial are likely to have comparative advantage in extensive livestock production,
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particularly if they are far from markets and not densely populated, as in 
much of semiarid West Africa and the Altiplano of the southern Andes. In
remote areas where population densities are greater, mixed-crop livestock
production is more important, even where crop production potential is low, 
as in parts of the East African highlands. Areas with low crop production
potential but good access to markets—as in periurban areas of semiarid India
and other low-potential areas—are likely to have a greater comparative ad-
vantage in forestry, intensive livestock production, or nonfarm activities.
Development strategies will be more successful if they recognize and build
upon such comparative advantages.
• Strategies for developing and disseminating technologies must take into
account the special characteristics and demands of less-favored areas. A 
high degree of diversity in biophysical and socioeconomic conditions is 
one of the main challenges. Other challenges may include susceptibility 
to droughts, pests, diseases, temperature extremes, and other risks; the 
fragility of land and other resources; remoteness from markets and services;
and the subsistence orientation of farmers in these areas. A technological 
strategy should there-fore be participatory and demand driven, stimulating 
and building upon farmer innovation and adapting to local circumstances.
Technologies that help reduce risks (by increasing tolerance to drought, pests,
or frost, for example) and conserve and improve resources may be more effec-
tive than those that simply promote high yields in response to high levels of
inputs.
• Sustainable and profitable technologies are needed to conserve and effi-
ciently use scarce water, control erosion, restore soil fertility, and increase the
supply of useful biomass. Such technologies are often labor or land intensive
(such as terrace building) and may be unattractive to farmers where labor 
costs are high or where land is scarce. Labor- or land-saving technologies 
such as improved fallows during a short rainy season or agroforestry on farm
boundaries may have more potential. In areas with limited rainfall, scarcity 
of biomass and high demands for alternative uses of biomass (for fodder 
and fuel, for example) limit the potential of many organic approaches to 
land management. In such circumstances, technologies and policies for con-
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serving water and profitably increasing the production of useful biomass (such
as promotion of woodlots) should have high priority.
• Strategies for less-favored areas will be most effective if they are linked to the
development pathways that have comparative advantage in particular circum-
stances. Small-scale irrigation development is likely to yield the highest returns
in areas with good market access and otherwise suitable soil conditions, since
this can enable high-value crop production as well as intensified food crop
production. Road development is likely to have the highest returns in densely
populated areas with good agricultural potential but limited market access, by
enabling marketing of high-value commodities and inputs for these. Improved
management institutions for common property resources such as community
grazing lands or woodlots are critical in many less-favored areas, particularly
low-potential areas with limited opportunity to increase crop productivity.
Investments in education and training are also important, particularly in low-
potential areas with limited market access, where emigration is likely to be an
important element of people’s livelihood strategies for the foreseeable future.
• Secure property rights and effective institutions must be ensured. When
farmers do not have assured long-term access to land, do not bear the full
cost of resource degradation, or are not sure they will receive the benefits of
their investments, they are more likely to pursue unsustainable farming prac-
tices and fail to invest in improving and conserving resources. Governments
should ensure that farmers have secure property rights, and should remove
restrictions that inhibit the most efficient and environmentally sustainable
use of private, public, and common property. Many community-based land
tenure systems provide farmers with adequate security. When appropriate,
governments should strengthen these indigenous systems and facilitate their
adaptation to changing circumstances, instead of replacing them. This is par-
ticularly true of local organizations that manage common properties such as
rangelands, woodlands, and wetlands. When adequately empowered, they
are often best able to take account of resource interdependencies and estab-
lish regulations that recognize the rights of many users over the same land.
Such regulations are especially important in watersheds or drought-prone
areas that require the ability to move animals over wide areas as an integral
part of risk management.
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• Effective risk management is needed. Risks of crop disaster due to bad
weather or pests can discourage investments by farmers in land improve-
ments and their adoption of higher-yielding technologies. Agricultural
research can help reduce risk, for example, by improving drought resistance
in crops or developing better ways to conserve soil moisture. Additionally,
governments may need to assist farmers in coping with catastrophes and
work to provide effective safety net programs and credit and insurance mar-
kets. However, care should be taken in designing such interventions, for they
can easily backfire. Subsidized drought insurance, for example, increases the
profitability of more risky farming practices, some of which may be environ-
mentally unsuitable for drought-prone areas. Subsidized fodder programs in
drought years for rangeland users can also encourage overstocking, which
over time degrades the range.
• Policymakers must provide the right policy environment. Market reforms,
including price and trade liberalization, are also necessary to ensure that
prices provide the right production signals to farmers and that production
and input markets are competitive and work well. Governments should
make sure that farmers have access to good roads, telecommunications, and a
strong credit and savings system. Without them, farmers cannot be sure that
they will be able to sell their crops or get the inputs, like credit and fertilizer,
that they need.
Governments and donors should look more closely at the benefits of investing
in the agriculture of less-favored areas. Even without including social and environ-
mental benefits, the line can already be redrawn on what is economically justified.
This line may well shift even further in favor of less-favored lands as agricultural
research opens up new development possibilities. These investments become even
more compelling when the social benefits from reducing poverty, food insecurity,
and environmental degradation are considered.
Addressing the complex challenges of less-favored areas will not be easy or
inexpensive. It will typically require significant policy and institutional changes,
investments in agricultural research, rural infrastructure, human capital, and the
active involvement of local communities. Success will depend on the development
of stronger linkages between agricultural researchers, local governments, farmers,
community leaders, nongovernmental organizations, national policymakers, and
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donors. On their own, none of these agents of change are likely to succeed. But
by working together, they can take advantage of significant opportunities now and
in the future to reduce poverty and protect the environment in the areas that until
now have been less favored.
